
International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926                                                 Volume-4, Issue-12, Dec.-2018 
http://iraj.in 

Your Land or your Life: Cattle Rights and Human Rights in Buhari’s Nigeria 
 

13 

YOUR LAND OR YOUR LIFE: CATTLE RIGHTS ANDHUMAN 
RIGHTS IN BUHARI’S NIGERIA 

 
OSITA G. AFOAKU 

 
School of Public & Environmental Affairs, Indiana University, 1315 E. 10th Street, Bloominton, IN 47405.  

Email: osafoaku@indiana.edu 
 
 
Abstract - Clashes between Northern-based Fulani pastoralists and farmers in the Middle-Belt and Southern Nigerian states 
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concise effort to differentiate armed Fulani herdsmen directly responsible for mass atrocity crimes across the country from 
other Fulani who are not part of this group while the third part offers critical analysis of government effort to confront the 
Fulani herdsmen problem. In conclusion, the paper reflects on the implications of the Buhari administration’s policy on this 
issue for human rights protection in the context of contemporary Nigerian political culture.    
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
The focus of this paper is the decade-long conflict 
which has pittednomadic Fulani herdsmen against 
farmers and other local groups across Nigeria’s 
Middle Belt and Southern regions. According to 
recent reports, the threat of violence by Fulani 
herdsmen is more deadly and far-reaching than Boko 
Haram. In 2015, the Global Terrorist Index ranked 
Fulani herdsmen as the fourth deadliest terrorist 
group in the world. The Agatu community in 
Nasarawa State hasbeen subjected to endless attacks 
by Fulani herdsmen, resulting in the loss of thousands 
of lives between September, 2015 and March, 2016 
[1]. According to the International Crisis Group, 
Fulani herdsmen killed 2500 Nigerians in 2016, while 
Boko Haram killed 1079 in the same year [2]. Our 
primary objective is to examine government response 
to the growing violence by Fulani herdsmen a serious 
human rights problem, which has security, economic 
and political dimensions.The paper is premised on the 
following assumptions about the role of the state as a 
principle protector of human rights [3], namely; 
human rights protection is a cardinal government 
mission, especially in a democracy; when any 
segment of the national population is threatened with 
wanton destruction of human lives and property, the 
government is obligated to move decisively to halt 
and ultimately illegalize the source. Finally, 
considering Nigeria’s ethnic and religious diversity 
government response to this and other inter-group 
conflicts should be informed by unequivocal 
commitment to equity and fairness to avoid the 
appearance of favoring one group over another.  
 
The discussion is organized in four parts. Framing the 
Fulani herdsmen menace as a human rights problem 
is conceptually appropriate because according to the 
United Nations, human rights is universal and 
indivisible [4]. The universalist-indivisibility model 
requires government to treat the dignity of every 

citizen with equal amount of respect in a diverse 
polity such as Nigeria. In contrast, a political leader 
that subscribes to tribalist conception of human rights 
would apply different ethical standards to its 
relationship with different groups of citizens, and 
would privilege the human rights of his/her ethno-
religious group [5]. Commitment to human rights 
protection would be the ultimate proof of a 
government’s commitment to democracy and the rule 
of law.  The first part considers the ecological and 
social context of the Fulani herdsmen-farmers 
conflict. The second part is a concise effort to 
differentiate armed Fulani herdsmen directly 
responsible for mass atrocity crimes across the 
country from other Fulani who are not part of this 
group while the third part offers critical analysis of 
government effort to confront the Fulani herdsmen 
problem. In conclusion, the paper reflects on the 
implications of the Buhari administration’s policy on 
this issue for human rights protection in the context 
of contemporary Nigerian political culture.  
 
II. ECOLOGICAL AND SOCIAL CONTEXT OF 
THE HERDER-FARMER CONFLICT  
 
Draught and desertification in Nigeria’s far-north 
Sahelian belt has immensely degraded pasture, dried 
up natural water sources, forcing larger number of 
herders to migrate south in search of grassland and 
water for their herds. Additionally, growing 
insecurity in northern states associated with Boko 
Haram, youth poverty, rural banditry and cattle 
rustling prompts increasing number of herders to 
migrate south. Thirdly, population growth and 
resultant expansion of residential and public 
infrastructure, large scale agriculture and other 
private enterprises have deprived herders of grazing 
reserves established by post-independence 
government of the former Northern region [6].  
Notably, herders migrating into the Savanah and rain 
forests of Central and Southern states, which have 
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experienced high population growth over the last four 
decades, has heightened pressure on farmland, 
resulting in frequent disputes over crops damage, 
water pollution and cattle theft. The resultant conflict 
between herders and local communities are 
aggravated by long-standing fragile relations among 
Nigeria’s major religious groups. The fact that the 
South is predominantly Christians while Fulani 
herders are mostly Muslim has lent a religious 
dimension to the conflict. Notably, in the course the 
past few years armed Fulani herders have attacked a 
large number of Christian churches across the Middle 
Belt and Southern Nigeria, thereby strengthening the 
suspicion that the attacks are motivated by a Jihadist 
agenda [7].   
 
III. ARMED HERDSMEN AND CRIMINAL 
VIOLENCE 
 
The magnitude of violence associated with nomadic 
Fulani herdsmen traversing Nigerian territory from 
their northern homelands through the Middle Belt and 
Southern regions is both relatively new and 
staggering. Therefore, it is important to make a clear 
distinction between the current generation of Fulani 
herdsmen and past generations had travelled the same 
routes since before Nigerian independence. The 
traditional herdsmen were usually armed with sticks 
and daggers. They mingled peacefully with host 
communities and grazed their cattle off the limits of 
farmlands, school premises, local markets and other 
public places.  
 
In sharp contrast, the herdsmen responsible for the 
mass killings witnessed across the country are 
typically armed with AK-47 assault rifles, machetes 
and other dangerous weapons. Clearly, this group of 
herdsmen is on a different mission. Under a 
responsible government, it would be illegal for 15 to 
20 year old men to be in possession of sophisticated 
fire arms without proper authorization. Thanks to the 
government’s inaction, Nigerians have watched with 
amazement an ever growing army of criminally 
inclined herdsmen who don’t hesitate to pull the 
trigger at the slightest provocation. Apart from the 
several thousand Nigerians killed by armed Fulani 
herdsmen, media reports are replete with accounts of 
atrocities inflicted on victims, including rape, 
kidnapping, life-threatening injuries from gun shots 
and machete cuts, destruction of farmlands, food, 
harassment, looting of property and forcible 
relocation of target communities.  
 
For better understanding of the origins and nature of 
the Fulani herdsmen problem, it is necessary to make 
further distinction between the town/settled Fulani 
and the pastoral Fulani or Bororo. The Bororo 
migrate perpetually with their cattle and could travel 
as far as from Mali or Niger Republic to Nigeria and 
other West African countries in search of green 

pastures for their cattle. Apart from not having a 
traceable address, the Bororoare notorious for being 
wild because of their rough upbringing which is often 
devoid of formal education and religious orientation. 
The criminal elements among the pastoral Fulani are 
believed to be largely responsible for high profile 
kidnappings along major high ways, cattle rustling 
and brutal attacks on host communities which often 
result in mass casualties and serious injuries [8].It is 
noteworthy that contrary to the claim that Fulani 
herdsmen need guns to defend themselves and their 
cattle against crimes, it has been proven that 
possession of guns doesn’t translate to low crime rate. 
On the other hand, studies have shown over and over 
again that access to guns is linked to crimes such as 
murders, rapes and others[9]. These findings suggest 
that extremist instinct in Fulani herdsmen can only be 
bolstered by easy access to AK-47 assault rifles and 
encouragement from their patrons who arm them with 
dangerous weapons[10]. 
 
Reports have further revealed that the Fulani 
herdsmen menace is often unprovokedas evidenced 
by the case of a sixty-four year old father of seven 
who was shot by suspected herdsmen while he was 
fetching cocoyam on his farm for his family’s 
breakfast in Illeyo community in Igbatoro, Akure 
North area of Ondo State. There is also the case of 
former Secretary of the Federation, Chief Olu Falae, 
whose farm was attacked five consecutive times in 
the same area. Apart from setting ablaze Falae’s farm, 
destroying N2 millions worth of palm trees, one of 
his guards was killed during one of the attacks while 
he was once kidnapped by herdsmen [11].  Buhari is 
presiding over a democracy, yet his government has 
allowed Fulani herdsmen to behave like a mini police 
state. The Middle Belt has become another epicenter 
of violent extremism. Residents of the region have 
lost count of untimely deaths attributed to armed raids 
by suspected Fulani herders. Even in instances when 
Fulani herders claimed to have acted in revenge, the 
target groups were usually unarmed and the human 
casualty and property loss inflicted on their victims 
were outrageously disproportionate. Fulani 
herdsmen’s inclination to commit mass murders is 
not only indicative of their total disregard for the 
sanctity of human life and the rule of law, but also the 
staggering disparity in arms between the group and 
target communities. 
 
As aptly summed up by Jide Oluwajuyitan, the 
national dilemma associated with unbridled recourse 
to violence by Fulani herdsmen is due in part to the 
inability of the Fulani oligarchy to understand how 
people are supposed to relate to each other in a 
federal pluralist democracy, hence, they see it as a 
matter of their inalienable right that they must have 
access to land anywhere in the country for settlement 
and cattle grazing. Anyone who dares to challenge 
that right runs the risk of losing his/her life [12].  



International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926                                                 Volume-4, Issue-12, Dec.-2018 
http://iraj.in 

Your Land or your Life: Cattle Rights and Human Rights in Buhari’s Nigeria 
 

15 

IV. STATE FAILURE AND THE FULANI 
HERDSMEN MENACE 
 
While there are divergent views on the factors 
contributive to the farmers-herdsmen conflict,most 
observers agree that the number of killings attributed 
to the herdsmen is outrageous and the government 
has done very little to halt the bloodbath. Buhari’s 
lukewarm response to this national tragedy has lent 
credence to the allegations that the President is either 
clueless or harborsaFulani hegemonic agenda. Both 
points of view lead to the same conclusion, which is 
that the federal government’s inability to arrest this 
ugly situation is yet another symptom of state failure 
in post-military Nigeria. Human rights protection 
should be a non-negotiable obligation of a democratic 
government to all segments of the citizenry without 
exception. Sadly, as evidenced by his rush to order 
Operation Python Dance which resulted in mass 
killing of unarmed IPOB protesters by the military, 
Buhari privileges national unity over the right of any 
group of Nigerians to challenge the legitimacy of the 
country’s lopsided federal system. Recent utterances 
by the President and his acolytes pertaining to the 
activities of Fulani herdsmen further suggest that 
theyhaveno regards for human rights protection as a 
part of the government’s mission. Furthermore, 
Buhari shares with fellow Fulani elites the belief that 
Fulani herders should have inalienable right to land 
anywhere in the country to graze their cattle [13]. 
This is the basis for the lackadaisical handling of the 
Fulani herdsmen-farmers conflict by the Buhari 
administration. More importantly, it is the motive 
behind the government’s reluctance to protect 
indigenous populations “against Fulani harassment, 
attacks, invasions and killings” [14]. 
 
Misplaced Priority:First, the federal government put 
the horse before the cart by failing to treat the 
violenceperpetrated by Fulani herdsmen as an urgent 
human rights concern. For a long time, Buhari and his 
supporters seemed to be in denial about the pain 
inflicted on victims of Fulani herdsmen despite the 
frequency of the attacks, the steady rise in the number 
of murders and deadly injuries inflicted on victims 
and geographic spread of the violence. Buhari has 
failed to see the need for timely deployment of legal 
and security instruments to stop the violence. Despite 
claims by federal government officials that they have 
taken steps to end the herdsmen-farmers clashes, 
evidence of concrete action towards that end is 
lacking and indiscriminate killing of unarmed 
civilians across the country has continued unabated. 
To add insult to injury, the Buhari government did 
not condemn the controversial claim by the 
leadership of Miyetti Allah Cattle Breeders 
Association that the recent massacres in Plateau State 
were justifiably provoked by cattle rustling [15]. If 
individuals in commanding positions across the 
country embrace such logic, Nigeria as a nation based 

on the rule of law will soon be history. The absurdity 
of equating human life with cattle has reinforced the 
perception that Buhari is a tribalist. Worse still, his 
recent utterances have fueled long-standing suspicion 
that he is loyalty rests with the so-called Hausa-
Fulani Caliphate rather than the country.  
 
There are two main proposals by government 
officials and other stakeholders for resolving the 
conflict between cattle herders and farmers. The 
creation of grazing reserves will require government 
to allocate parcels of land across the country to Fulani 
cattle breeders. This option has been overwhelmingly 
rejected by civil society groups and political leaders 
across the Middle Belt and Southern regions on the 
ground that it would entail illegal transfer of ancestral 
lands to non-indigenes. Other opponents of grazing 
reserves have challenged the idea as a ploy to 
actualize the colonization scheme of the Fulani 
Caliphate through government-sponsorship of Fulani 
settlements outside the north [16]. According to the 
second proposal, which is considered as a long-term 
solution, the federal government will subsidize the 
creation of cattle ranches or cattle colonies across the 
country which will render obsolete the traditional 
cattle breeding system that relies on nomadic herders 
traversing the country in search of green pastures. 
Again, this option will require farming families and 
communities in the Middle Belt and the South to give 
up arable lands to cattle breeders [17]. Apparently, 
the Buhari government is prepared to use force to 
implement this option. In a recent televised interview, 
presidential spokesman Femi Adesina warned that 
people should choose between staying alive and 
surrendering their ancestral land for the government’s 
proposed cattle ranch initiative [18].    
 
Presidential Apathy:Yet another indicator of 
government failure is related to presidential apathy 
which has translated to lack of presidential leadership 
on the Fulani herdsmen problem. There is a general 
sense that Buhari has maintained stunning degree of 
aloofness towards the victims of armed invasions by 
Fulani herdsmen. According to Amnesty 
International, the “response of the Federal 
Government to communal violence as grossly 
inadequate, too slow, ineffective, and in certain 
instances, illegal” [19].It is widely believed that the 
federal government’s engagement with stakeholders 
which include farmers, herdsmen, ethnic associations, 
religious groups, human rights NGOs and others has 
been ineffective. As Commander in Chief, Buhari has 
unlimited opportunity to demonstrate his commitment 
to the safety of life and property in the country. 
Towards that end, he has at several occasions updated 
Nigerians on the war against Boko Haram. Similarly, 
he has discussed the threat posed by renewed 
militancy in the Niger Delta and how his government 
would deal with the Niger Delta Avengers[20]. 
However,for the most part he has chosen to remain 
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silent when Nigerians were victims of violent 
extremism [21]. 
 
Proliferation of SALWs:The Buhari administration 
cannot be serious about curbing violence by Fulani 
herdsmen without combating the proliferation of 
small arms which are the weapons of choice for 
violent criminals, insurgents, extremists and 
economic saboteurs. Nigeria has achieved the 
notoriety of being the confluence of small arms and 
light weapons in Africa because its borders are 
porous to criminal syndicates and unscrupulous arms 
merchants who are largely responsible for the 
unprecedented influx of illegal weapons into the 
country. Other sources of arms include local 
manufacturers and leaks from unsecured stocks and 
inefficiently managed stockpiles in the state sector. 
According to the Presidential Committee on Small 
Arms and Light Weapons (PRESCOM), over 1.3 
million illegal weapons are circulating in Nigeria[22]. 
According to UN estimates, Nigeria accounts for over 
350 million or 70 percent of estimated 500 million 
illicit weapons in West Africa. Notably, the federal 
government’s effort to combat this problem has been 
largely unsuccessful due to weak institutional 
capacity and corruption. Nigeria still relies on a 1959 
firearms law which is not effective for meeting 21st 
century security challenges. Possession of dangerous 
weapons creates an incentive for Fulani herdsmen to 
embrace violence as their preferred method of 
resolving differences with other groups. Once 
protagonists in a conflict have access to deadly 
weapons, they become less interested in embracing 
conflict resolution alternatives. 
 
The Road Not Taken: Considering the staggering 
number of killings attributed to armed attacks by 
Fulani herdsmen, the least of government 
interventions should have been to proscribe 
possession of military assault rifles by this group and 
take practical steps to disarm and stop Fulani 
herdsmen from acquiring those  weapons. The Buhari 
administration has adamantly ignored clarion calls by 
concerned citizens and civil society groups across the 
country to take these actions. President Buhari and 
Miyetti Allah have defended armed attacks by Fulani 
herdsmen as revenge on people who had attacked 
them first or stolen their cattle [23]. Interestingly, 
much attention has been given to federal policy on 
this issue almost to the exclusion of the sub-national 
governments. And this is notwithstanding the fact that 
Governors are the chief security officers of their 
states. Sadly, with the exception of the few who have 
made anti-grazing laws, voiced opposition to grazing 
reserves or offered land for grazing, the Governors 
have generally passed the buck to the federal 
government on the present crisis. Despite anti-Buhari 
rhetoric of several Governors, they are not much 
different from the President in terms of lacking the 
political will to take robust measures to protect their 

citizens. For instance, it is ironic that while the 
Middle Belt and Southern Nigeria together probably 
constitute the largest market for beef in West Africa, 
political leaders across the two regionshave made no 
effort to leverage the collective purchasing power of 
beef consumers in their respective states to compel 
Miyetti Allah to disarm their herders.  Nothing can be 
more absurd than the fact that state governments and 
civil society organizations in those regions continue 
to support the transfer of millions of Naira to the 
coffers of Fulani cattle breeders while at the same 
time lamenting the brutalization of innocent citizens 
by Fulani herdsmen. How about the Nigerian 
Christian community who has continuously alleged 
that the Fulani herdsmen problem is part of a larger 
scheme to impose Islam on the country? The pastor 
of one of the mega churches recently took time to 
lecture his congregation on the need for Christians to 
use their vote to oust the enemies of the Church in 
2019. Said he, “If it takes you three days (to get the 
voter’s card), stay there, don’t shift…Three days of 
being on the line is better than four years of suffering, 
four years of affliction and torture”[24].Yet he did 
not see the wisdom of asking them, as a matter of 
urgency, to abstain from eating beef at least for one 
month. While detailed analysis of this strange irony 
should be reserved for a different study, it suffices to 
point out trade embargo on Fulani cattle is one of the 
roads not taken in search of solutions to the Fulani 
herdsmen problem.  
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
In 2015, Buhari ran for presidency on change mantra. 
In his inaugural speech, he told Nigerians that he 
identified with their yearning for freedom and 
democracy. He would be president of all Nigerians. 
Promising that his policies would not be controlled by 
vested interests, Buhari said “I belong to everybody 
and to nobody.” [25] He further pledged to his 
audience his unwavering commitment to the fight 
against corruption, responsible and accountable 
governance. Finally, as President elect, Buhari 
promised Nigerians of his firm commitment to 
security, inclusive leadership, and sustainable 
economic development [26].  Buhari’s policies on 
virtually every issue, including selection of his 
cabinet ministers, anti-corruption, institutional 
reform, have been marred by contradictions. His 
handling of the Fulani herdsmen problem, which is a 
huge human rights concern, is a telling revelation of 
his disregard for the democratic principles of equity, 
fairness, and the rule of law. Buhari’s first term 
represents a huge setback for Nigeria’s transition 
from military dictatorship to multiparty democracy. 
Political leaders and leaders of civil society 
organizations who are not comfortable with Buhari’s 
policy, or lack thereof, should share the blame for not 
leveraging the economic power of their constituencies 
to challenge the Fulani herdsmen and their patrons. 
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Against this backdrop, it is difficult to be hopeful 
about the future of democracy and human rights in 
Nigeria.  
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